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Islands: Literary Geographies of Possession, Separation and Transformation 
James Kneale 
 
Fictional islands are distinctive, significant literary geographies. This chapter sets out to explore 
these sites by way of a consideration of ‘island theory’ and Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussions of the 
chronotope. While the field of ‘island studies’ covers a suitably scattered territory, an archipelago 
of loosely connected ideas, it is possible to summarise three important and related characteristics 
of literary islands: possession, separation, and transformation.1 While the islands of Robinson 
Crusoe (1719) and the castaways who followed him have been understood as spaces seized, 
mastered and known by their ‘discoverers’, agents of mercantile capitalism or imperialism, 
possession depends upon the island’s initial separation from other spaces, though this is usually 
relative rather than absolute.2 Separation is also what makes the fictional island a space of 
transformation, a laboratory in which new selves, spaces and ideas are made. Crusoe’s reshaping 
of the island also allows him to transform himself, for example. This transformative potential is 
present in many of the most famous fictional islands, which often display elements of the 
fantastic, non-realist tropes that allow authors to explore the limits of language and 
representation.3 The island is a natural setting for the novel of ideas, in fact, because it allows the 
narration of encounters with otherness, encounters that prompt new experiences and identities. 
Even Robinson Crusoe, ostensibly a realist narrative, is a fable about individual worth and hard 
work and “the quarrel over the exact moral which economists might draw from Defoe’s narrative 
has made the island a field of verbal warfare.”4 
 
These three ideas will be outlined in turn, before the chapter considers Bakhtin’s chronotope as a 
framework for understanding these themes as elements of a literary geography.5 While Bakhtin’s 
long essay on the chronotope did not consider islands as distinct literary spaces, it does offer 
many useful suggestions for reading the spaces and times of these fictional narratives. The 
conclusion draws these arguments together. 
 
Possession  
Postcolonial criticism has considered the fictional island as property, a space known, claimed and 
governed by “the warrior-explorer-engineer-administrator-imperial paladin” familiar from 
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colonial adventure stories.6 In fact Lennard Davis argues that the island is a key site in the history 
of representations of fictional space, because detailed descriptions of place of the kind that 
Andrew Thacker describes as “an explicitly topographical style of visual description” are 
uncommon in Western literature before the publication of Defoe’s novel.7 As Richard Phillips 
explains, Crusoe begins his exile “by exploring, imaginatively mapping the island, filing its blank 
spaces with names.”8 For Davis this marks the re-evaluation of land as property under the gaze of 
the colonial adventurer; Crusoe’s listing of the island’s resources represents a “catalogue of 
wealth, an inventory of nature’s possessions.”9 The commodification of space and nature led 
European explorers to record new places as inventories of goods, people, and resources, in the 
manner of Walter Raleigh’s account of Guyana, “described as a warehouse simply waiting for 
consumption.”10  
 
David Floyd notes that the subjugation of a fictional island requires “rituals of possession,” 
surveys, mappings, and other attempts to know the island and thus impose order upon it.11 As 
Richard Phillips demonstrates, later Robinsonades like Ballantyne’s The Coral Island (1858) 
follow this pattern closely. Ballantyne’s narrator tells us that he and his friends sought out what 
they think is “the highest point of the island, and from it we saw our kingdom lying, as it were, 
like a map around us.”12 Viewing the island allows the boys to name it and imaginatively possess 
it. However, by the end of the nineteenth century fictional castaways are far less capable than 
Crusoe, appearing as “fallible and inept figures unable to execute the same kind of recuperative 
dominion and mastery” as Defoe’s hero.13 These later islanders are “often irreparably 
traumatized” by their experience, and the island represents “an impermanent site of habitation, an 
ultimately unobtainable place.”14 This certainly seems to be true of one late twentieth century 
island fiction. When Maitland, the protagonist of J. G. Ballard’s Concrete Island (1974), is 
marooned on a triangle of urban wasteland enclosed by motorways, he explores it and makes an 
inventory of its resources. In his notes on the novel Ballard wrote that the most pressing 
challenge for the castaway “is the need to dominate the island, and transform its anonymous 
terrain into an extension of our minds.”15 However where Ballantyne’s boy heroes claim the coral 
island as “our kingdom,” when Maitland declares “I am the island” it seems just as likely that the 
island has possessed him.16  
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However, none of this explains why islands represent a distinctive kind of colonial 
representation, except perhaps for the accident of Defoe’s fiction being the first to set out 
extended descriptions of place. After all, this attempt to map and control space is familiar to us 
from other imperial fictions; Allan Quatermain, a long way from the sea on his way to King 
Solomon’s Mines (1885), noted “the landscape lay before us as a map.”17 Arguably this form of 
representation reflects a general relationship of domination. However, perhaps Crusoe and the 
other castaways can only claim their islands because these sites are – or appear to be – ‘deserted’ 
because of their isolation.  
 
Separation 
In an early essay Gilles Deleuze suggests that islands, whether fractured from a ‘mainland’ or 
completely isolated in the depths of the ocean, “reveal a profound opposition between ocean and 
land.”18 Islands are deserted not because they are uninhabited, but because oceans surround them: 
“it is as though the island had pushed its desert outside.”19  While this separation is not absolute, 
as we will see in a moment, “the island is a place that has acquired various attributes that are 
reliant on its state of separation,” as David Floyd suggests.20 However as Elizabeth DeLoughrey 
points out, “In the grammar of empire, remoteness and isolation function as synonyms for island 
space and were considered vital to successful colonization. Although all islands are isolated by 
etymological definition, their remoteness has been greatly exaggerated by trans-oceanic 
visitors.”21 The isolation of islands was therefore a product of imperial thinking about space, 
rather than a question of absolute distance. 
 
This desertion or isolation makes fictional islands hard to locate on real maps. Crusoe’s island is 
somewhere off the coast of South America; the island of Doctor Moreau has no name (one 
chapter is titled ‘the man who was going nowhere’); other fantastic islands are scattered across 
the Atlantic and the Pacific.22 More’s Utopia, its name meaning ‘no place’ as well as ‘better 
place’, is perhaps the most deserted island in literature. Extremely distant from Europe, though its 
exact location remains obscure (because a servant coughs just as it is being described), it is 
further orphaned by the ocean, by a moat dug to transform the original promontory into an island, 
and by fortifications built to repel strangers.23 As Antoine Hatzenberger points out, even the 
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elements are excluded by the city’s design.24 Fredric Jameson reads this separation as a founding 
principle of utopian geographies in general, making it ‘a foreign body within the social’.25 
 
However literary islands, like real islands, can never be entirely separated from other places. In 
José Saramago’s A Jangada de Pedra (The Stone Raft, 1986) the Iberian Peninsula drifts away 
from Europe into the Atlantic, eventually ending its journey between Africa and South 
America.26 This rich fable is much more than simple allegory, but for Saramago it was a way of 
thinking about Portugal and Spain’s relationships with the South: “we will always be Europeans 
… But we have other obligations, obligations of an historical, cultural and linguistic nature. And 
so, let us not separate ourselves from the rest of the world.”27 One set of connections is loosened, 
while others are tightened, but the ‘raft’ is never entirely isolated. 
 
In fact in many island fictions the protagonist’s isolation is short-lived, and connections with 
home are always present. As Richard Phillips points out, “little is said about Robinson Crusoe’s 
home, but everything that happens to Crusoe, everything he does and everywhere he goes, is a 
comment on his home … as it is and as it might be.”28 If it wasn’t for this constant comparison, 
neither Crusoe nor his island would be transformed and redeemed, as we will see in a moment. 
Similarly, Prendick begins the story of The Island of Doctor Moreau alone but his arrival at the 
island, so jealously guarded by the Doctor, precipitates the disaster that will eventually transform 
everything. On Ballard’s Concrete Island Maitland spends a good deal of time remembering his 
lonely childhood, but he also recalls his parents, his wife and child, and his lover, cut off from 
him by his crash. Even More’s island cannot be kept hidden from the world, or we would not 
have had word of it from Raphael Hythlodaeus. The two books of More’s text are also engaged in 
a dialogue with early modern European laws and beliefs, so Utopia is brought into contact with 
More’s own world. The utopians do engage in trade, and hire mercenaries to conduct their wars 
for them; they are more distant from other states than most nations, but they are not absolutely 
distant from them. Islands must be bounded, and boundaries connect as well as separate.  
 
David Floyd provides us with an apt analogy for the literary-geographical island in his study of 
late nineteenth-century fictions of orphanhood: “separated from normative societal structures, 
often lacking the specificity of a name or ownership, and a potentially metaphoric space in the 
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hands of those who do claim it, the island is the topographical orphan space par excellence.”29 
Orphanhood implies separation, but it also suggests a link with the orphan’s origins, with those 
that they have been separated from. This relative or partial separation is also what makes the 
island, literary or otherwise, an ideal laboratory, a site for transformation. 
 
Transformation 
While islands have long been associated with the supernatural, from Circe to Prospero, since 
Crusoe the modern literary island has been a site for self-transformation and redemption. After 
going to sea against his parents’ wishes and becoming a slaver, Crusoe survives shipwreck to 
land on the island, becoming a new man – more prudent, more pious – in the process. Phillips 
points out that “the island and the surrounding waters are vehicles of Crusoe’s spiritual 
transformation.”30 For Deleuze, Robinson Crusoe is the perfect expression of that part of the 
island myth that concerns “the creative aspect, the beginning anew.”31 Exploring this further, 
Deleuze suggests that the island is connected to a theme of rebirth common to many cultures: “It 
is well known as the myth of the flood. The ark sets down on the one place on earth that remains 
uncovered by water, a circular and sacred place, from which the world begins anew.”32  
 
Phillips is not convinced that the classic Robinsonade can ever be redeemed, because these 
transformations do not persist: “In the liminal geography of adventure, the hero encounters a 
topsy-turvy reflection of home, in which constructions of home and away are temporarily 
disrupted, before being reinscribed or reordered, in either case reconstituted.”33 Phillips has more 
faith in postcolonial revisions of Defoe’s stories, like Sam Selvon’s Moses Ascending, Michel 
Tournier’s Vendredi, ou les Limbes de Pacifique, and J. M. Coetzee’s Foe.34 However modern 
islands – from the late nineteenth century to the present day – are more likely to represent “the 
locus of a personal individual, physical and often psychological trauma and metamorphosis.”35 
Certainly this fits Moreau’s island, a literal laboratory where the bodies and identities of Moreau, 
his accomplices and the Beast Folk are remade. As Paul Kincaid puts it, “just as More and Defoe 
contained their experiments within an island, so in this novel the island becomes like a Petri dish, 
sealed off from the world as a way of avoiding contamination in either direction.”36  
 
These experiments have serious consequences. Floyd suggests that both Jim Hawkins (from 
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Stevenson’s Treasure Island, 1883) and Moreau’s Prendick “are changed by their experiences to 
such a degree that they can no longer believe in a civilization beneath which they perceive a kind 
of lurking, chaotic horror.”37 Scarred by his experiences, Prendick, Moreau’s unwelcome and 
unwilling guest, finds that escape to London brings no relief: “when I lived in London the horror 
was well-nigh insupportable … I do not expect the terror of that island will ever altogether leave 
me.”38 In this Wells anticipates the fate of the doomed sailors who sight R’lyeh, an ancient island 
brought to the surface by tectonic upheaval and then returned to the Pacific depths, in H. P. 
Lovecraft’s ‘The Call of Cthulhu’ (1928).39 It is not at all certain that Maitland will ever be able 
to leave Ballard’s Concrete Island, or even that he wishes to do so, in line with Ballard’s 
conviction that our desires might well be self-destructive. William Golding’s Lord of the Flies 
(1954) presents a similarly perverse trajectory, an inversion of Ballantyne’s Coral Island.40  
 
Islands have long been “colonial or sociopolitical laboratories of experiment” and a postcolonial 
reading of the island informed by Paul Rabinow’s French Modern suggests that the real 
laboratories of modernity could be found at the margins of empire rather than at its centre, in 
colonial experiments that were more progressive or drastic than reforms centred upon the 
metropolis.41 Reflecting on the constraints imposed upon these laboratories and colonial 
experiments – regulating what is allowed to enter and leave these spaces, as well as the meetings 
and dialogues that go on in them – we might note that the fictional island also resembles a prison. 
Certainly it is worth noting that politically, at least, “small islands lend themselves to near 
absolute human domination.”42  
 
The relationship between island space and themes of transformation has made the island a key 
setting in fantastic fictions (science fiction, fantasy, horror), as the inclusion of Wells and 
Lovecraft above suggests. Paul Kincaid has suggested that this is particularly true of British 
science fiction: “Nowhere outside Britain has the island become such a familiar, such an essential 
part of the imagery of science fiction that it passes almost unnoticed.”43 Whatever the truth of this, 
the island has continued to serve as a useful setting for fantastic fictions in Britain and beyond. 
One fascinating aspect of this is their association with deep – geological or astronomical – time.44 
Clearly Darwin’s observations on the Galapagos Islands established a particular link between 
these ecological laboratories and evolutionary theory, but the connection is older and its offspring 
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are more peculiar. The geologist James Hutton, observing islands off the Isle of Arran in 1785, 
wondered if these were simply the remains of larger landmasses:  
 
“We see the destruction of a high island in the formation of a low one; and from those 
portions of the high land or continent which remain as yet upon the coast and in the sea, we 
may perceive the future destruction, not of the little island only, which has been saved from 
the wreck of so much land, but also of the continent itself, which is in time to disappear.”45 
 
For Hutton this identification of the effect of geological processes on contemporary islands 
revealed them to be visible remnants of a much older landscape, and a glimpse of the far future. 
Literary islands conjure the same feelings of great antiquity. In Jules Verne’s L'Île mystérieuse 
(Mysterious Island, 1874) Cyrus Harding notes the co-existence of a wide variety of animals and 
landscapes and guesses that “Lincoln Island may have formerly been a part of some vast 
continent which has gradually sunk below the Pacific.”46 Developments in evolutionary theory, 
geology, archaeology and other sciences of the ancient past popularised ideas of deep time in the 
late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth.47 Clearly we should remember that 
these arguments might assume that places distant from Europe and America were ‘out of time’, 
primitive or ahistorical, but as time-spaces these literary islands are much more complicated than 
that.48 Influential literary explorations of island deep time include Edgar Rice Burrough’s Land 
That Time Forgot (1924) and associated novels, as well as Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World 
(1912), which is set on a jungle plateau which is effectively a land-locked island.49 Zemlya 
Sannikova (Sannikov Land, 1926), by Russian geologist and author Vladimir Obruchev, 
described an Arctic island, warmed by volcanic activity, on which mammoths co-exist with 
humans.50  
 
These islands are, in a sense, laboratories where the impossible happens: contemporary explorers 
encounter the vanished past, or rather they return to a past that had been recovered by 
paleoscience but found to be absent of human presence, as Paolo Rossi suggests: “The history of 
man was conceived as coextensive with the history of the earth. An earth not populated by men 
seemed meaningless, like a reality that was somehow ‘incomplete’.”51 Perhaps these islands 
answered a need to write people back into a deep time that bore no trace of them. The isolation of 
 8 
these islands also helps to explain how these ‘survivals’ have remained unknown to science. But 
there is more to island deep time than isolation. On these islands different eras bump up against 
one another, just as they do on Verne’s Lincoln Island. Evolutionary theory is mapped out across 
Caspak, Burrough’s lost island, as organisms transform into more sophisticated beings – eggs to 
fish to amphibians to reptiles to mammals – in one lifetime. Caspak is “a motley aggregation of 
the modern and extinct… The forgotten past rubbed flanks with the present.”52 To see how 
literary geographies might be shaped by the collision of different times and entities, and by the 
theme of transformation, we turn now to Bakhtin’s chronotope.  
 
The Island as Chronotope 
Bakhtin defined the chronotope as “the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial 
relationships that are artistically expressed in literature… Time, as it were, thickens, takes on 
flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the 
movements of time, plot, and history.”53 There is no ‘island chronotope’ in Bakhtin’s long essay 
on the topic, though islands are mentioned several times. However I would like to suggest that 
the theme of transformation identified above allows some island narratives to be read as 
menippean narratives, as ‘thresholds,’ or as versions of the ‘chronotope of the road’, and will 
address these in turn.  
 
First, these islands share something of the qualities of the menippea, a carnivalesque genre 
exemplified by Petronius’ Satyricon, Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, and the satires of Lucian. The 
classic menippea was “characterized by an extraordinary freedom of plot and philosophical 
invention,” but few of the texts discussed above are as free, inventive or satirical as this.54 Swift’s 
Gulliver’s Travels (1726) is perhaps the most menippean island narrative, though More’s Utopia 
is surprisingly playful (Hythlodaeus means ‘peddler of nonsense’, undermining the authority of 
his account of the isle of Utopia).55 However in these island narratives fantastic elements – like 
the transformation of beasts into people or the co-existence of extinct and living creatures – are 
present and these fictions resemble menippean works in other ways.  
 
According to Bakhtin, in the menippea the appearance of these fantastic elements is “justified by 
and devoted to a purely ideational and philosophical end: the creation of extraordinary situations 
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for the provoking and testing of a philosophical idea.”56 These situations undermine certainty, 
“relativizing all that was externally stable, set and ready-made” through reversals and unexpected 
juxtapositions, “abrupt transitions and shifts, ups and downs, rises and falls, unexpected comings 
together of distant and disunited things, mésalliances of all sorts.”57 As the last part of this quote 
suggests, the meeting of dissimilar things plays a part in the shaping of the menippea. Encounters 
provoke crises as ideas are challenged and contested; “the content of the menippea is the 
adventures of an idea or a truth in the world.”58 Bakhtin’s wider philosophy emphasised the 
becoming of selves – and, we might add, places – through these kinds of meetings and 
exchanges, modelled on the Socratic dialogue. The menippea, similarly, is dedicated to 
“dialogically revealing the truth.”59 As a consequence it requires fictional spaces that are 
genuinely “meeting- and contact-points for heterogeneous people.”60 
 
Bakhtin’s motif of the threshold spatialises the menippean moment, seeing it as a point in space 
and time where ideas and their protagonists collide. For Bakhtin this was the key to Dostoevsky’s 
“artistic conception of time and space,” concerned only with “points of crisis, at turning points 
and catastrophes” and with two kinds of space: “on the threshold (in doorways, entrance ways, 
on staircases, in corridors, and so forth), where the crisis and the turning point occur, or on the 
public square … where the catastrophe, the scandal take place.”61 Whether at a threshold or in a 
heterogeneous public space these points are “where crisis, radical change, an unexpected turn of 
fate takes place, where decisions are made, where the forbidden line is overstepped, where one is 
renewed or perishes.”62  
 
Dostoevsky’s thresholds are urban in character, but Bakhtin made a similar argument about a 
different kind of meeting point in his chronotope essay. One of the most important examples of 
this kind of space is the road, where 
 
“People who are normally kept separate by social and spatial distance can accidentally 
meet… any contrast may crop up, the most various fates may collide and interweave with 
each other… On the road… the spatial and temporal paths of the most varied people – 
representatives of all social classes, estates, religions, nationalities, ages – intersect at one 
spatial and temporal point.”63 
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Other kinds of journeys may bring the potential for transformative encounters. Bakhtin saw the 
islands described in the voyages of Pantagruel in Rabelais’ Fourth Book, and the voyages of St 
Brendan that inspired them, as a topographic incarnation of the carnivalesque grotesque body, 
which is “open to the outside world.”64 The islands visited by St. Brendan and Pantagruel offer 
the possibility of contact with heaven and the underworld respectively, involving transformations 
of the most obvious kind, and making them points of crisis on a ‘sea road.’ 
 
Marina Warner seems to agree that places of encounter are closely linked to ideas of 
transformation: “tales of metamorphosis often arose in spaces (temporal, geographical, and 
mental) that were crossroads, cross-cultural zones, points of interchange on the intricate 
connective tissue of communications between cultures.”65 These sites are also examples of what 
Mary Louise Pratt called ‘contact zones’, “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple 
with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, 
slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today.”66 Despite this 
symmetry, Pratt insists that the imperial metropole and the periphery co-construct each other, as 
both are changed – not always for the better – by the encounter:  
 
“[The term contact zone] invokes the space and time where subjects previously separated 
by geography and history are co-present, the point at which their trajectories now intersect. 
The term ‘contact’ foregrounds the interactive, improvisational dimensions of imperial 
encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by accounts of conquest and domination told 
from the invader’s perspective.”67 
 
Read this way, islands are perfect sites of encounter. Their isolation makes them distinct points in 
space, so that landing crosses a threshold, and they often hold something new and challenging for 
the castaway to engage with. Islands are associated with transformation because they are sites of 
dialogue and of possible change. Crusoe’s self-fashioning emerges from a dialogue between 
himself, the island, and his British home, but also remakes the island and its inhabitants; More’s 
Utopia brings a novel political order into dialogue with Europe. The later Victorian 
Robinsonades present a series of ‘orphans’ traumatised by their island discoveries, from Jim 
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Hawkins to Prendick; and in Ballard’s Maitland we have perhaps the perfect expression of the 
castaway who is changed by the island, interpreting his abject state as a form of freedom. More 
positive transformations are possible; St Brendan is given a brief glimpse of heaven, and in 
Saramago’s The Stone Raft Iberia enters into new relationships with its former colonies.68 
 
Conclusions 
As literary geographies, islands are characterised by both imperialist fantasies and by more open-
ended explorations of difference. As possessions they demonstrate the colonial imperative to 
know and control space; but their isolation and their associations with transformation can lead to 
less predictable and sometimes more positive representations. Bakhtin’s work on the chronotope 
offers us a reading of islands that stresses their significance in space (as threshold sites or 
encounters on a ‘road’) and time (as key points of crisis in a narrative). Subtitling his essay 
“Notes towards a historical poetics,” Bakhtin always intended the chronotope to cover both the 
formal character of different genres and the historical development of different representations, 
making it highly suitable for an exploration of both more general aspects of island geography and 
more particular articulations of colonial cultural expressions. 
 
This chapter has concentrated on islands described by European and American authors, and has 
said less about the inhabitants of the islands ‘discovered’ by Crusoe and his descendants. It has 
also said little about islands in the global North – particularly the islands of the Atlantic 
Archipelago, which contained both dominated and dominating islands, both periphery and 
metropole. A fuller account of these island dialogues would give more emphasis to the 
transformations wrought by the colonised on their colonisers, as well as those changes effected in 
the metropole itself. It would also be able to consider the significance of the insular and 
archipelagic nature of the political and cultural entity that names itself ‘Britain’ or the ‘United 
Kingdom.’ The interested reader is encouraged to seek out Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s Roots and 
Routes or Amy Cutler’s “Language Disembarked” for more on these themes.69 Even without this 
larger historical and literary framing, the island presents the literary geographer with a rich set of 
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